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THE OTHER RECORD INDUSTRY.  Steve Smolian 

  Presented at the ARSC Conference of 2008.  

I’m about to discuss a massive research project.  A vast number of recordings, surely more than were listed in Schwann, were distributed in a variety of ways other than through normal record retailers countrywide.  Most are of peripheral interest to those of us whose eyes are focussed on the finest copy of the choicest edition of the kind of music in which we specialize.  In other fields of study, however, this hidden cosmos of recordings offer as much scholarly manna to their cohorts as does the commercially released catalog, sometimes more.  Only most of those researchers don’t know it yet.  It is my contention that it is among the responsibilities of ARSC to let them in on the secret.

The sheer number of items that fall into this overpopulated, underresearched Collier Mansion of shellac and vinyl makes a comprehensive overview in 30 minutes an unlikely accomplishment, no mater how quickly I talk.  So forgive me if I MP3 it- compress data, omit some topics, simplify others.  I’ve chosen examples that could be of interest to some in this room, but many more, less collector-sexy, make up the bulk of these materials.   See me later if you want a better look at the slides- I’ve a set of prints from the drugstore.
Many of us here are sound historians through personal interest, custodial responsibility or both.   And, viewed through that lens, successfully investigating this chaotic universe promises to add considerable dimension to understanding and, perhaps, adding to our collections.

[PICTURE 1]  Though we are all aware of this segment of the industry, even if only through the tippy-tip of the mountain, the Firestone Christmas records left over in the bins at the end of every Goodwill sale, the bulk of this huge presence is off the discographic radar. Most seemingly hold little content interest for the “real” record collector. This picture is changing somewhat as the collecting of religious music of all faiths continues to awaken.  And, of course, there is considerable interest in the output of the pressing companies making custom recordings which included classical and jazz musicians.    

I first became interested in this obscure record world when tracking down odd classical items.  Discographies appeared claiming to be complete but omitting records I owned or had previously encountered.  [PICTURE 2]  A friend gave me an 8” Eva-tone like thin floppy LP of a fine but obscure Hungarian pianist of great interest to me, issued by her concert bureau.  My curiosity was further aroused as I became involved as a record dealer in handling large accumulations and tripping over advertising records by rock and country musicians.  25,000 examples later, they still flow in.   And I’m limiting this discussion (though not the collection) to turntable-friendly items- no cassettes, no CDs.  

These are primarily audio artifacts generated by advertising campaigns, political, scientific, military and religious events and movements, trends of intellectual inquiry, and the promotion of personal, and corporate careers.  In short, they memorialize great swatches of our cultural and social fabric.  

The often uncommercial, undocumented nature of these records requires that, to flesh out the often sparse discographic data found on the objects themselves, it is important to obtain (when possible) and preserve with them as complete a set of their contextualizing materials as can be assembled.  Inserts, media with which the recording was combined to fulfill its mission- strip films, posters, game boards, etc., shipping containers, magazine offers, mailing pieces and other related documents, offer a broader view of the item’s intended use and history than the object alone.  

Faced with shelves, boxes and loose records of this stuff, all speeds and sizes, it was apparent to me that, as a matter of physical necessity, some organizing scheme was necessary.  [PICTURE 3. Mid-shot of divided sections]   I decided that it is the primary subject that is most significant and that is how I’ve grouped the records on the shelves.   I found no suitable ready-made list for divvying up this bunch into logical groups.   After a few false starts, I came up with the one in your handout.     

What goes where?  I, the collector, decide on a case by-case basis which is the more predominant- which plays best with others, which reveals the most about an object’s impact.  As uncomfortable as it may be to those of us who live library lives, at home or at work, the rules must flex.  [PICTURE 4]  Some are grouped by what entity generated the record.  The history of Altec goes in the Audio subsection under Electronics.  So does Soundcraftsmen.  [PICTURE 5] So does Collins Radio.  [PICTURE 6]  But local folklore recordings underwritten by a state foundation or a university get filed by state along with [PICTURE 7] the university fight songs, marching bands, singing societies, and souvenirs of faculty activities.  State-wide band and choral competition records along with those of individual and regional events leading up to them go here as well.  [PICTURE 8] But musical summer camps have their own section. [PICTURE 9] Politicians go under Politics.  Here’s a Jesse Helms radio commercial, sent to local voters and supporters nationwide (this went to a PA address), which included a card that allowed the donor to decide, based on his contribution, where the commercial was to be broadcast.   Incidentally, it also gives some idea of the cost of political airtime in North Carolina in 1984.  Owning the record without the card strongly diminishes the item’s impact.   [PICTURE 10] Local polka bands go under Music-Bands-Polka, so many that they get their own alphabet of dividers. 

Uncovering the geographical location of performing groups and of the record’s originating entity becomes important. Patterns come clearer as groups accumulate.   Organization is also necessary when having to quickly decide if a potential new addition is already in the collection and when considering upgrading specimens.  Inexact is a generous organizational description, but it does intuit together rather well, once the instinctive framework becomes apparent.

Production values of many in this bunch are somewhat more informal than those intended for use in a retail setting.  They often lack company names, record and even matrix numbers.  Sometimes the artist is identified, often not.  Most are of greater interest for their print and other visual attributes than their audio content.  Some exceptions, of course.  These items as the spoor of the various activities that led to their creation.  It is almost always a logo, credit line or other cue, outside the normal data that fits comfortably within the cataloging rules, that discloses the reason for the record’s existence.   A user looking at the marketing of a particular soft drink via a record will have a tough time locating it in the catalog and a more difficult one finding it in company with its peers.  The ability to browse is essential.   

The filing system I’m using as a private collector allows subject access.  I began and, at some indefinite future time, will continue cataloging the records but for now, this arrangement works.  Quirkinesses can be smoothed over by cross-references- a chart in the storage area, perhaps.  

Institutional collections require a more consistent approach.  The usual alpha-numeric identifiers that underlie the ways around which records are organized on the shelf leave many items we’re discussing suspended in limbo- retrievable if one knows the filing code, but otherwise uncoupled from a cataloging system dominated by a composer/title/performer matrix.  A system similar to that used in libraries today, but allowing more flexible searching, should be developed by working with its intended users.  I’ve not yet seen how National Public Radio manages their approach to topical music retrieval.  There are a number of classification systems designed by library professionals to bunch similar items on the shelf or, if filed otherwise, in the catalog.   Locating and adopting one that will allow drilling down to the required specificity is a search to be made.
There is a significant gap between the time that a collection arrives at an institution and when it is fully cataloged.  Often, it is inaccessible until it is processed, one item at a time.  This is particularly so with these materials as they await development and approval of a subject-relevant organizational scheme geared to them. One suggestion is to use the present cataloging input skeleton but only fill the transcribed fields and any others requiring no research.  Use the manufacturer’s number, if present; otherwise assign an acquisition number.  Scan the complete package and attach links of the scans to the catalog record.  Put each into a folder, or multiple folders, if there are a number of topics which can apply to the item.  Using folders allows virtual browsing sufficient unto the needs of many.  Label the folders.  If my handout list is not useful enough, a similar one should be found or created.   Take advantage of the options the technology supplies.  An additional benefit is that, by giving the user the means to flip through images, it limits physical contact with the objects, an important preservation consideration.  
The richness of this kind of collection is best explored visually and, if required by the user, tactilly when all the records from a given category are in one place, actually or virtually. [PICTURE 11. 8 rpm] Many records are odd sizes from 3” through 12” and beyond, and at unusual speeds.   Add the dimensions of the packaging.  Small and large size records side-by-side can lead to warpage of the larger items due to uneven pressure. [PICTURE 12].  In my own case, I’ve found self-adhesive pockets for the smaller sizes, for about a nickel,  that I mount on 12” corrugated cardboard squares.  The cardboard’s relative softness absorbs much of the pressure and allows interfiling of sizes. The down side is that the added thickness of the cardboard requires some additional shelving.      

These records divide into those with content created for them and those using recycled material- compilation discs.  [PICTURE 13] The latter again separate into those with legitimate ancestry- licensed, and those without.  This last bunch includes [PICTURE 14 EJS] bootlegs of various types- [PICTURE 15 Beatles] from records, radio and TV, in-house recordings, etc.  

Compilations are mostly used in premiums- low price or giveaways, such as the myriad of Christmas season discs.  This reissue group is relatively easy to assign to categories, so long as the product or entity is identified.  The motive for their existence is usually clear.  

It’s those with unique content where their ancestry and the purpose behind them may be blurred.  Their function  may be educational, propagandistic, exploitative or come from a variety of other motives.  [PICTURE 16]  Consumer-directed souvenirs of intensive advertising campaigns [PICTURE 17] in various languages are just part of the picture.  [PICTURE 18] Training of salesmen and wholesalers as well as the actual product commercials add dimension, as do videos, print and [PICTURE 19] media tie-in promotions.  These should be viewed as museum objects as well as audio-in-amber.  The spread of American culture abroad is another phenomenon sometimes reflected through such recordings.  Therefore, subject access to these types of recordings has to be approached two ways, first considered as things, then for their content.   

Some areas covered in greater depth as compared with commercial releases are 

 [PICTURE 20] Audio Year Books, High school and college 

[PICTURE 21]  Authors and Poets

[PICTURE ] Barbershop quartets, 

 [PICTURE 23] Calliopes- Locally installed


PICTURE 24] Charitable contributions 

Commercials and advertising campaigns (Coke- already done)

[PICTURE 25] Family bands 


[PICTURE 26] Greeting cards

[PICTURE 27] Handbell ringing choirs

 [PICTURE 28] Instructional materials 


[PICTURE 29] Media production music


[PICTURE 30] Musical instrument demos 


Political recordings (done)


[PICTURE 31] Recording Industry. EMI Beatles


[PICTURE 32] Self-improvement programs


[PICTURE 33] Syndicated radio programs and promotional material for them

[PICTURE 34] Travel promotions and souvenirs including cruse ship orchestras


[PICTURE 35] Custom  recordings. NAACP

There are some surprising discographic issues in this area as well.  Performers whose recording sessions have been intensively studied nonetheless have items turn up that escaped scrutiny.  [PICTURE 36]  Here this famous travel partnership stump for Minnesota [AUDIO 1]., And here, Lefty Frizzel represents a gaggle of country stars [PICTURE 37, 38, 39] singing ricepies” on  a trade organization premium.  [AUDIO 2].  

Here’s a case where it’s important to get the whole package whenever possible.  The record always turns up without the pen- I finally found one of the two models they promoted this way, complete on eBay.  [PICTURE 40 Scripto] There are, however, at least 2 variations of the package. [41 Scripto empty displays]  Without the pen, it’s $1-6 on eBay, with it, $ 60-200, depending on which pen   

[PICTURE 42]  Address labels, return addresses, postmarks and other contextual clues may only appear on the shipping container.  It is really important to retain the complete package.    

The big mail order operations each have complex histories-  Longines, Reader’s Digest, Time-Life, Franklin Mint, etc..  They need to be studied separately and the completed modules grouped to give a clear picture.  [PICTURE 43]  I recently found a large group of complete mailing pieces for Longines with audio sales pitches on those thin sample records and all the accompanying paper work.  The discs are a dime a dozen, but finding the hard sell, “you may have already won” instructions and lottery stamps happens far less frequently.   And, as you can see from the scan, the same Hawaiian set was promoted in a number of ways.  

 Many archives have spider’s collections, built around what they’ve been given over the years, the flies that have meandered into their webs.  Some troll for donations.  Others are more pro-active, designing a frame and filling it in, through gift and purchase.  The recordings we’re discussing today are usually afterthoughts to these patterns, random flotsam drifting in, to be discarded or dutifully filed, only to be subsequently ignored.  As compared with those with large commercial LP and 45 collections, not many institutions pay much attention to the little guys with the advertising messages, especially those ubiquitous sound sheets.  Yet this cosmos of audio ephemera makes up a large, organic portion of the materials under consideration.  

Those promotional sound sheets showed up everywhere- in promotional mailings of all sorts, on our newstands [PICTURE 44] Mad Magazine,  [PICTURE 45, 46 Sonorama] They were also used in comb-bound publications with five or six pages of them illuminating the text, first in France, then [PICTURE 47] in the U.S., [PICTURE 48,] Russia, [PICTURE 49] and Japan.  Andy will have more to say about these magazines shortly.  

Though the materials best organize by topic, their study requires they be studied differently, by a systematic investigation of their manufacturers and packagers, often one and the same, as well as the 

entities that funded the recordings. [PICTURE 50] There were national and regional companies that addressed these markets,  [PICTURE 51] and divisions of the great big ones that did the same- the Special Products folks within every major.  For some, the important executives and files are long gone, others may still be around in Florida and warehouses respectively.  Compiling a list of their output will disclose the existence of many otherwise unsuspected items and the parentage of some present archival orphans.  

Some ARSC members have specialized knowledge about segments of these areas and an interest in chasing down that data.   [PICTURE 52] Alan Sutton has Marsh Recording Labs 78s listed on his website, showing blank numbers waiting to be filled in by visitors to it.  I recall seeing similar work on line on the Columbia “Personal” labels as well.  [PICTURE 53] Geoff Wheeler’s “Jazz By Mail” explores significant slivers of this world in detail.  [PICTURE 54] as does David Bonner’s new book on Young People’s Records.  There’s a huge amount to be researched here.  There are so many angles of approach that there will be cases where more than one person will already have been investigating the same wedge.  

The way to get these salamis sliced is one slice at a time.  To that end, it needs slicer central, a clearing house, a way to keep the knives directed most efficiently toward the best places to make the cuts.   It’s time for a  Recording Business and Industry Committee or roundtable with a unit devoted to the commercial outfits and another, this one, as the “everything else” squad.  It’s under consideration by the ARSC board. 

It’s aim would be to better inform ourselves and guide the rest of the curious as well as the scholarly communities toward a deeper understanding and, as a consequence, how best to use recordings related to their interests.  It should strive toward developing a feel for the underlying social, cultural and financial issues that individualize the record and the circumstances under which it is recorded.  

Many of us in this room are aware of the recording ban during World War 2.  We know there were severe shortages and may be cognizant of the maneuvers by various figures within the industry to snare those shellac allocations.  We also know that the Armed Forces Radio and other government audio-producing entities, recordings of live broadcasts and film footage, some of it newsreel, are the links connecting the commercial output on either side of the strike.  We know that symphony orchestras, pressed to replace drafted members, recalled many from retirement and often sounded it.  We in the audio preservation business know to expect glass-base instead of aluminum base discs from this period.  When we in this room talk about the strike, it’s shorthand for these and other 1942-1944 industry-wide issues.  I’m not sure if those outside our community are aware of these to any degree.   A comprehensive study awaits writing that will contextualize records within the cultures within which they were issued.

Though non-commercial records are peripheral to the collecting focus of some here today, they cover a wide swath that blanket the core interests of many academic disciplines, particularly those studying cultural and social history.  A goodly number are barely touched on among the Schwann listings.  These include the products of ….

Advertising agencies [PICTURE 55, 56]

Book, magazine and music publishers [PICTURE 57, 58] 

Custom recording and/or pressing companies [PICTURE 59, 60]

Educational- for schools [PICTURE 61]

Educational- for industry (Chrysler)  [PICTURE 62] + poster and strip film

Mail order record services, multiple labels [PICTURE 63] Hebrew

Medical and scientific [PICTURE 64, 65] Sandoz

Packagers for retail stores other than record shops.  Encyclopedias [PICTURE 66, 67]

Radio and TV offer companies [PICTURE 68]

Record clubs, one company [PICTURE 69]

Religious organizations and publishers  [PICTURE 70]  Latin Mass

Special Products divisions of the majors [PICTURE 71] 

U.S. Government.  By branch and/or organization {PICTURE 72]

Vanity press and pressings [PICTURE 73]  Tony Schwartz

The pioneering structured library collection emphasizing this approach is the Marr Sound Archives at the University of Missouri at Kansas City.  Subsequently, Bowling Green has built one as well.  Except for casual, “we’ll get to them someday” accumulations, I’m unaware of others that do much more than warehouse them.   

Though this presentation may appear to have been little more than kitch and tell, it’s purpose has been to call attention to a large, parallel world of recordings of which most of us are only vaguely aware.  The organizational work required to get it under intellectual control could totally consume ARSC conferences and resources well into the future.  And we DO have other business.   Perhaps some of this research could be undertaken jointly with the American Studies Association, potentially a more intensive user of these recordings once their history and content is more deeply understood by them.  Is ARSC on the radar of arts administration programs?   Others?  Some of the research this investigation requires will need funding.  Joint grant proposals should enhance their fundability.  There is a growing awareness of the contribution that recordings, as an industry, as artifacts and for content, can make to expand the universe of audio products pertinent to their studies.  These should also prove fruitful groups among which to find new members.   Would joint meetings be productive, where we tailor some programs to their interests?  

Rather than pile up the records and hope potential users from the university community will trip over them, there should be a program emanating from those administering the resource to bond it to the curriculum.  It’s not likely this it will survive otherwise, except, perhaps, in a dim warehouse along with other, possibly equally useful tools, that have been relegated there by the successors to those on whose watch the collection was acquired.      

To guide these folks into our world, I think we should hold discographic training workshops and, ultimately, create a video. Its purpose would be to share with potential users more in-depth access that our “insider” knowledge allows- what they can and cannot tell you, what other information the discographer assumes the reader already has, where to look further, how trustworthy various sources may be, etc.  This idea has elicited a very positive response when I’ve discussed in with potential users, including many members of the Music Library Association. 

.

Today’s discographic studies are far more accurate and complete then when I was a lad, in great part due to the opening of the company archives to serious scholars.  Generations to come will color in many of the  missing spots.  But the task of future researchers will, more and more, be focussed on the non-commercial recording industry, the uniluminated side of our moon.  The folks who first ran the companies and segments of companies producing these fugitive products are in retirement or gone.  We all better get moving.  
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